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Bishop Bartholomew of Exeter (d. 1184) and the heresy of astrology 
 
Abstract 
In the late twelfth century, Bartholomew, bishop of Exeter (1161-84), identified astrology as the 
most serious heresy facing the English Church. The evidence of Bartholomew’s writing suggests that 
astrology became more widely accepted among the English clergy during his episcopal tenure. It also 
supports the view that popular heretical movements enjoyed little success in England during this 
period, in contrast to some regions in mainland Europe. Instead, it was scholars deemed guilty of 
intellectual error, and above all the astrologers, who became the focus of Bartholomew’s anxieties 


















During the twelfth century, astrology in England was invigorated by the arrival of Arabic knowledge 
from Spain.1 Scholarly descriptions of this phenomenon have focused on those Englishmen who 
embraced the ‘new astrology’, such as Adelard of Bath (fl. circa 1110-50), Roger of Hereford (fl. 
1176-98) and Daniel of Morley (fl. 1175-1210).2  These men introduced the astrolabe, astronomical 
tables (the Arabic zīj), and astrological manuals to England.3 They argued that astrology was entirely 
a natural science and so advocated the embrace of judicial astrology.4  
But these astrologers’ claims were not accepted without resistance, and while the astrologers’ own 
writings demonstrate the transfer of astrological knowledge to north-western Europe, the writings 
of their opponents provide better evidence for how astrology was being received at any given 
moment. Notable twelfth-century figures, such as Peter Abelard and Hugh of St Victor, restated the 
patristic condemnations of astrology and established a model that later opponents of astrology 
followed.5 Isidore of Seville’s formulation, that some astrological predictions were natural and others 
superstitious, remained influential.6 But it was in the thirteenth century, as astrology continued to 
flourish, that its acceptability was more robustly interrogated by intellectuals. Opinions varied, but 
the discussion focused on delineating the boundary between licit and illicit knowledge, as 
exemplified by texts like the Speculum astronomiae.7 Many thirteenth-century theologians accepted 
astrology to some degree, although it was denounced by others, including William of Auvergne, 
bishop of Paris, and Robert Grosseteste.8 
In twelfth-century England, writers who mentioned astrology still tended to be vague or ambiguous 
about its legitimacy and efficacy. Some evidently had their doubts, but few condemned it totally.9 
John of Salisbury (d. 1180) has become the best known opponent of astrology, for his treatment of it 
in book two of the Policraticus.10 There is, however, additional evidence from one of astrology’s 
fiercest critics in late twelfth-century England. Bartholomew, bishop of Exeter (1161-84), a 
renowned canonist and dialectician who seems to have studied and taught in Paris,11 does not 
appear in any histories of astrology, and yet he bitterly opposed it throughout his career.  
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Our main evidence for this comes from Bartholomew’s treatise reconciling divine foreknowledge 
and human free will, which he completed in the early 1180s.12 In the letter of dedication to his 
protégé Baldwin of Ford (d. 1190), then bishop of Worcester, and in the preface, Bartholomew 
explained that the treatise was written as a response to astrology.13 He also described how he had 
turned to address astrology once he had received the regimen animarum, that is, some twenty years 
earlier.14 He reminded Baldwin how at that time, ‘with exhortations from you especially, more than 
others, I undertook to preach insistently and publicly against the aforesaid error’.15 Bartholomew 
does not, so far as I have been able to see, condemn astrology in any of his extant sermons.16 But in 
his penitential, produced at some point before this treatise, Bartholomew had included the 
judgement that the practices of planetarii and mathematici were unorthodox.17 Thus, this treatise 
was the culmination of a lifetime’s opposition to astrology. 
A critical edition of the treatise was published in 1996 by David Bell under the title Contra fatalitatis 
errorem, which we shall adopt.18 A later hand in the one of the manuscript copies gives the title De 
predestinatione contra mathematicos, which might also have been suitable.19 Various titles had 
previously been attached to the treatise by bibliographers: De praedestinatione, De libero arbitrio, or 
De fatalitate et fato.20 For some time it was thought to be two discrete works, but Bell has shown 
that this is not the case.21 His edition provides welcome critical apparatus, and his introduction sets 
the work in the wider context of Christian discussions about predestination and free will, naturalia 
and contingentia.22 Yet more can be said concerning Bartholomew’s treatment of astrology, and 
what that reveals about astrology and intellectual culture in England during his lifetime. 
First, it will be useful to describe Contra fatalitatis errorem, which is not a well-known text. 
Bartholomew makes it clear in the preface that he conceived of the work as a compilation of 
authorities. He announces his intention to gather together materials ‘so that the faithful who cannot 
process the abundance of sacred writings on this matter, or cannot memorise them, can find them 
easily in one place’.23 This sort of enterprise was, of course, typical of the twelfth century, a period 
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marked by concerns about the limits of memory for retaining information and a desire to make the 
authorities readily available. 24 One thinks, for example, of Peter Lombard’s remark that his 
Sentences should prevent the need for the reader to trawl through numerous tomes.25  
Compilations could take different forms. Unlike his penitential, Bartholomew’s Contra fatalitatis 
errorem was not a ‘mosaic of quotations’.26 Rather, there were five substantial auctoritates that 
Bartholomew copied almost verbatim. These were taken from: the Hexameron of Basil of Caesarea, 
as translated by Eustathius;27 the Hexameron of Ambrose of Milan;28 Augustine’s De civitate dei;29 
Anselm of Canterbury’s De concordia praescientia et predestinationis et gratiae dei cum libero 
arbitrio;30 and Boethius’ De consolatione philosophie.31 In each case, Bartholomew carefully 
identified the author, the text, and where in that text the excerpt might be found. These five 
extended quotations, together with Bartholomew’s ‘recapitulations’ of the authorities’ solutions, 
comprise approximately the first fifth of the entire treatise.32 
Each auctoritas runs to the order of one- or two-thousand words. The extracts from Basil, Augustine, 
and Anselm almost entirely retain their integrity, Bartholomew cutting out only brief phrases. Those 
from Ambrose and Boethius received more editorial attention. Ambrose had little more than 
translated Basil’s Hexameron,33 and after beginning to copy out Ambrose’s work Bartholomew broke 
off, explaining that ‘Blessed Ambrose urges against the same error so concordantly with Basil, except 
in a few places, that to read one after the other in succession seems almost superfluous’.34 The two 
Hexamerons seem to have circulated together often, which may be how Bartholomew gained access 
to Basil’s more rare text.35 Bartholomew also explains that he made some omissions from Boethius, 
leaving enough for the summary of his opinions.36 He seldom interrupted the extracts, except to 
introduce Cicero’s De divinatione when it was mentioned and argued against by Augustine,37 and to 
summarise the material he had cut from Boethius so as to maintain the flow of the argument. 
Bartholomew summarised the salient points after each extract, but generally withheld analytical 
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comment, only suggesting of Anselm’s De concordia that ‘this reasoning is a solution rather than a 
proof’.38  
In presenting these auctoritates as they were with minimal editing, Bartholomew was making a 
point about the nature of authority. He made clear that the authorities condemned astrology as 
‘contrary to the Catholic faith, incomprehensible, and vain’.39 For Bartholomew, this should have 
settled the matter. Augustine, in particular, was so persuasive in his attack that ‘sufficiently 
understanding what he says ought to be sufficient’.40 This was a pointed remark in a period when 
some scholars were accused of arrogantly trusting their own reason and logic more than the 
authorities.41 
As David Bell points out, Bartholomew acknowledged that certain ‘moderni’ – a term used 
pejoratively – might remain unconvinced that astrology was illicit despite the Fathers’ 
condemnation.42 Consequently, Bartholomew proceeded to use his own scholastic training to 
answer his critics. This latter section of the treatise is itself divided into two parts.43 The first was 
particularly devoted to reconciling divine foreknowledge and free will, by means of distinctions and 
other solutions that would satisfy such ‘sophistic objections’.44 The second part addressed the 
soteriological questions arising from these doctrines, establishing that the guilt for sin still belonged 
to man despite God’s providence.45 These sections are considerably larger than the compilation of 
auctoritates. Nevertheless, Bartholomew insisted that he wanted only to be credited with 
discovering and compiling the judgements of the Catholic Doctors,46 and requested that Baldwin 
correct the treatise by removing not only anything ‘opposed to the Holy Faith’, but also that which 
was ‘not fully supported by authority’.47 This was more than just the obligatory expression of 
humility seen in so many medieval prefaces. Bartholomew was emphasising that, in contrast to the 
astrologers, he relied on the authorities more than his own reasoning.  
Historically, astrology had been condemned as both impracticable and contrary to Christian 
doctrine. The two were often combined, as Basil, Ambrose, and Augustine had done, and others 
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continued to do in the twelfth century. Peter Abelard, for example, claimed that astrologers would 
decline to foretell his next action when asked, for they knew that he would be able to do precisely 
the opposite in response.48 Underpinning this criticism was an insistence on both the duplicity of the 
astrologers, who would refuse to predict something that could so immediately be tested, and on 
Abelard’s free will to act against the prediction. Robert Grosseteste used similar lines of argument in 
the thirteenth century.49 
What made Bartholomew’s approach so distinctive was his almost exclusive focus on astrology’s 
incompatibility with Christian doctrine. This can be seen from the way Bartholomew structured and 
commented on his compilation. It is true that in some of the auctoritates astrology is described as 
illogical and impractical. Basil (and therefore Ambrose) had argued that the casting of nativities was 
flawed because by the time the ‘Chaldaean’ had received a baby from the midwives, enough time 
must have passed for the prediction to be erroneous.50 He described astrology as a spider’s web that 
trapped the weak-minded, while the rational broke through.51 But it would be a mistake to think that 
Bartholomew thought much of these arguments. As we shall see, Bartholomew was more interested 
in Basil and Ambrose’s concluding comments regarding the theological implications of astrology.  
Augustine was the most important authority for Bartholomew, as he was for all who opposed 
astrology, because he specifically set out the incompatibility of astrology with the Christian doctrines 
of divine foreknowledge and human free will. This brought Bartholomew to the main subject of his 
treatise: the reconciliation of providence and free will. The extracts from Anselm and Boethius did 
not mention astrology at all, but they were useful to Bartholomew because they were attempts at 
reconciling these doctrines. So in his compilation, Bartholomew moved from direct condemnations 
of astrology by the authorities, to affirmations of the doctrines with which astrology was said to be 
incompatible. It is clear which of the authorities were most important to Bartholomew, for he 
concluded his compilation thus: ‘Behold the solutions of Augustine, Anselm and Boethius.’52 
Bartholomew’s aim in Contra fatalitatis errorem, therefore, was to reconcile divine foreknowledge 
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and free will, affirm both doctrines anew, and thereby exclude the possibility of belief in astrology 
within orthodoxy. This is why astrology is rarely mentioned directly in the latter part of the 
treatise.53 Consequently, the letter of commendation and the preface are the main places where 
Bartholomew connected astrology to the doctrines at stake. 
He discussed free will more than divine foreknowledge, summarising his view in the preface: 
‘However much they [the astrologers] may present different faces, they all come together in this one 
scorpion’s tail: that nothing should be left to man’s free will, nor indeed that anything should remain 
of free will itself. And thus, with their sacrilegious excuse, they presume to cast back all the cause of 
sinning on to the Author of Salvation.’54 Bartholomew characterised the astrologers as fatalists who 
believed, as he put it, in ‘inevitable necessity’, and who sought to blame God for their own sin.55 He 
took these ideas from the authorities in his compilation, where he quoted Augustine’s argument 
that astrologers casting nativities were effectively accepting determinism, and so denied free will 
and God’s right to judge sin. Augustine did allow that astrologers could hold different positions, and 
that some might say the stars were a sign of God’s future, not a cause. But he added that no 
mathematicus actually spoke in this way.56 Basil and Ambrose, for all their rational arguments 
against astrology, were summarised by Bartholomew thus: ‘This teaches that if the astrologers’ 
opinion is truth, it will be estimated that neither the rewards nor the punishments according to 
justice are to be owed, and every industry and labour of mankind superfluous.’57 
Bartholomew also described how astrology was incompatible with divine foreknowledge and 
providence. In his penitential, he had inserted the often-repeated etymological quip that diviners 
were so called because they pretended to be divine.58 In Contra fatalitatis errorem, Bartholomew 
went further and defined belief in astrology in direct opposition to belief in the providence of God: 
‘Some contend the cause of necessity to be the immutability and infallibility of divine providence; 
others that it is the position or a constellation of the stars, which they call fate.’59 This rather 
simplistic statement is all that Bartholomew says directly on the incompatibility of astrology and 
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divine providence. His simple analogue between two absolute causes lacks all the nuance of 
Augustine’s order of causes.60 Bartholomew would of course proceed to offer a more sophisticated 
attempt at reconciling divine foreknowledge and human free will later in the treatise. But here he 
stated the orthodox position in the simplest possible terms, in order to draw a stark contrast with 
the astrologers’ ideas. In so doing, Bartholomew effectively sidestepped the vexed question of 
which, if any, prognostications from celestial bodies might be valid, enabling him to present the 
disagreement about astrology as a clear divide between those who subscribed to orthodoxy and 
those who did not.  
In fact, where Augustine, Abelard and Hugh of Saint Victor had not done so explicitly, Bartholomew 
repeatedly branded astrology as a heresy.61 His opening theme in the letter of commendation to 
Baldwin was taken from the parable of the wheat and tares: ‘Of the tares which we see the enemy 
over-sow after the good seed of the Father while men were sleeping, none, I believe, are more 
firmly rooted to the ground, none more perniciously to have abounded, than the error of fate.’62 This 
parable was commonly understood to refer to heresy. False teachers sent by Satan had infiltrated 
the Church. God would allow this evil, for he would know his own at the last judgement. When the 
harvest was collected the tares would be taken aside and burnt, but until then, these imposters 
would work evil in the Church.63 Bartholomew saw astrologers as heretics, not at the fringes of 
Christian society, but embedded in the Church itself. 
Therefore he wrote to Baldwin: ‘We believe, following the apostle, that after the first and second 
admonition, they are to be avoided as heretics.’64 That is, astrologers were to be anathema. This 
matched Bartholomew’s recommendation in his penitential for all those found guilty of divination.65 
Any clergymen found consulting with magicians, haruspices, seers, augurs or fortune-tellers were to 
be degraded and made to enter the monastic life for perpetuity.66 Heretics of any kind were to be 
excluded from society and only gradually rehabilitated, or contained within the cloister.67  These 
provisions were not, of course, original to Bartholomew. They were found in Burchard of Worms, Ivo 
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of Chartres and Gratian, who in turn had taken them from other authorities.68 But this call for the 
exclusion of such people from Christian society was not mindlessly copied by Bartholomew. 
Consistently he wrote about the need to isolate threats to orthodoxy, advocating it not only in 
Contra fatalitatis errorem, but also in his Dialogus contra Iudeos where Christians were instructed to 
avoid Jews.69 
The Dialogus – essentially a defence of Christian exegesis and theology – was completed in the same 
few years as Contra fatalitatis errorem.70 Throughout his career, but especially in these latter years 
of his life, Bartholomew displayed a general concern for the preservation of orthodoxy. We may 
wonder what drove this concern. England did not experience the rise in popular heretical 
movements then seen elsewhere in Europe. Just one episode is known in which such heretics were 
identified in England during the twelfth century, when a Cathar mission was discovered in Worcester 
during the 1160s.71 The advice of Gilbert Foliot, bishop of London (1163-87), to Roger, bishop of 
Worcester (1164-79), shows some uncertainty about the right course of action. But as a preliminary 
measure, Gilbert advocated solitary confinement for the heretics, and attempted conversion by men 
who were learned in law and of proven faith.72 Bartholomew’s instinct to isolate threats appears to 
have been shared by his episcopal colleagues. 
William of Newburgh, who later provided the fullest account of the 1160s episode, seems to suggest 
that this was the only outbreak of popular heresy in England during the twelfth century.73 
Nevertheless, awareness of the threat heresy posed was on the increase in England as elsewhere. 
Several English writers commented on the popular heretical movements found in other regions, and 
were especially interested in the Cathars of Southern France.74 In the years just before Contra 
fatalitatis errorem was written, Reginald fitz Jocelin, bishop of Bath and Wells (1174-91), had 
participated in a mission against Cathar heretics in Toulouse, and at the Third Lateran Council (1179) 
bishops everywhere had been charged with rooting out heretics in their diocese.75 Bartholomew was 
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possibly responding to the papal edicts about heresy. In the absence of popular heresy in England, 
astrology was the most dangerous threat he could identify. 
That said, Bartholomew viewed astrology as a heresy that led litterati into error, not a movement 
leading the flock astray from the Church.76 His objection to astrology was its incompatibility with 
Christian doctrine, not its association with magic.77 Like any heresy, astrology was a deception that 
Satan used. But it was the astrologers’ ideas that were dangerous, not their practices. He never 
described astrology as demonica, nor the astrologers as malefici. Nowhere in Contra fatalitatis 
errorem did he refer or allude to Exodus 22:18: ‘maleficos non patieris uiuere’. Neither did 
Bartholomew describe astrology as superstitious or irrational. The astrologers’ newly acquired 
sophistication lent them credibility.78 Their astronomical measurements were indisputably more 
precise, and they could point to ancient and apparently authoritative assurances of the efficacy of 
astral prognostication, rooted in the ideas of Aristotle and Ptolemy.79 Daniel of Morley even claimed 
to have found more wisdom studying Arabic sciences in Spain than theology in Paris.80  
But when Bartholomew wrote of the ‘difficulty of the questions’ astrologers raised,81 he was more 
likely thinking of the theological defences they advanced. Raymond of Marseilles (fl. 1141) for 
instance, in his Liber cursuum planetarum, justified astrology with reference to Scripture: ‘No-one 
doubts that an astrologer can predict the future. For if this were false, the Truth himself would not 
have instructed us about the signs by which we will know that the day of judgement is close, saying, 
“There shall be signs in the sun and in the moon and in the stars.”’82 Other biblical accounts could be 
cited in support of astrology, such as the Magi following Christ’s natal star.83 Commentators on 
Genesis often felt it necessary to explain that astrology was not sanctioned by the giving of luminaria 
as signs for determining times, days, and years.84  
Astrologers also defended themselves against the very judgements of the Church Fathers that 
Bartholomew compiled, and particularly against the charge that they were determinists who 
believed God to be limited in any way. They emphasised that astronomical measurements and 
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predictions were possible because the stars moved regularly according to divinely ordained laws. 
Thus it was God who constrained the movements of the stars, not the other way around. Merlin, 
Geoffrey of Monmouth’s astrologer-prophet praised God with the address: ‘O King, through whom 
the machine of the starry heavens exists.’85 Raymond of Marseilles specified that all things were 
subject to God’s will. God remained the first cause, but revealed the future in the stars. ‘The planets 
will signify nothing different,’ he declared, ‘from what God has foreseen or predestined’.86 Roger of 
Hereford, a contemporary of Bartholomew, likewise argued that the stars were not a cause at all, 
only a sign. Thus he concluded that only God had complete foreknowledge because the thought and 
miracles of God were beyond the astrologer’s grasp.87  
John of Salisbury had encountered this argument, and wrote that ‘the most moderate’ astrologers 
would not promise the fulfilment of events predicted, because the future was not bound to the 
stars’ movements.88 These Christian astrologers all accepted God’s prerogatives of sovereignty and 
foreknowledge. Indeed, they felt there was a devotional aspect to astrology, for they were 
interpreting God’s communication through the natural order.89 There was something of a disconnect 
in the debate, however, since astrologers focused on reconciling their art with predestination, while 
their opponents – including Bartholomew – were more concerned with human free will. Though 
connected, these were distinct issues. Abelard responded to Raymond of Marseilles with the charge 
that he had not accounted satisfactorily for human free will in his defence of astrology.90  
This may be why Bartholomew focused more on free will than predestination. However, he never 
engaged directly with the contemporary arguments made in favour of astrology. When Bartholomew 
described the astrologers as those who believed stars to be the cause of necessity, rather than God, 
it is more reminiscent of the earlier, bolder claims of Adelard of Bath: 'If anyone could make her 
[astronomia] his own, he would be confident in declaring not only the present condition of lower 
things, but also their past or future conditions. For, those higher and divine animate beings are the 
principle and causes of the lower natures.'91  
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Given its appeal to intellectuals, Bartholomew worried about whom astrology might ensnare, and 
readily acknowledged the capability (facilitate) of his adversaries.92 He reminded Baldwin who had 
fallen victim to error: ‘we are not talking only of the laity, but also many literati’, by whom he clearly 
meant clergy.93 These heretics could not be dismissed like others as illiterati, idiotae, or rustici.94 In 
his study on the secular clergy, Hugh Thomas noted that ‘many clerics were open to such religiously 
suspect subjects as magic, astrology, and divination’.95 Bartholomew mentions no names, but we 
may speculate based on his and Baldwin’s regional context.  
It is interesting that the Welsh Marches and the West Country seem to have produced most of the 
known English astrologers of the period.96 A poem of Simon de Freine (d. circa 1210), written in the 
late twelfth century, describes the teaching of astronomy and the other liberal arts at the cathedral 
school of Hereford.97 Roger of Hereford’s work, the Liber de quatuor partibus judiciorum astronomie 
of 1178, appears to be a textbook for his students, and includes the interpretive characteristics of the 
twelve signs of the zodiac and the nature of the seven planets for producing horoscopes.98 At the 
time of Bartholomew’s writing Contra fatalitatis errorem, astrologers were especially animated by a 
number of events. There were the solar eclipses of 1178 and 1180, the former of which Roger of 
Hereford used to date his manual.99 There was also frenzied anticipation of 1186, in which year all 
the planets were to align.100 An active community of astrologers at the cathedral school of Hereford 
must, therefore, have been apparent.  
Robert Foliot, bishop of Hereford (1173-86), would have appeared to Bartholomew and Baldwin as 
these astrologers’ patron. There were also continued connections between this same school of 
astrologers and Robert’s brother Gilbert Foliot, formerly bishop of Hereford but since translated to 
London, who commissioned a computus from Roger of Hereford in 1176.101 Gilbert also wrote 
favourably about divination and with great interest about the firmament in his sermons.102 Other 
senior ecclesiastics were connected to notable astrologers. Daniel of Morley found employment with 
John of Oxford, bishop of Norwich (1175-1200) from the beginning of the bishop’s episcopal tenure. 
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It was apparently at John’s request that Daniel wrote the Philosophia, in which he described the 
efficacy of astrology.103 Daniel may also have taught at the schools of Northampton, where he 
claimed the liberal arts still flourished, and to which he had originally been en route from Toledo 
when he met John of Oxford.104 These examples show that astrology was gaining credibility amongst 
even the highest ranking churchmen in the country, corresponding with Bartholomew’s concern that 
this ‘heresy’ was firmly taking root in the Church. 
Like Bartholomew, John of Salisbury identified that clergymen were susceptible to the claims of the 
astrologers. But John was equally, perhaps primarily, alarmed by the interest in astrology at the royal 
court.105 The royal astrologer was not yet a familiar figure in twelfth-century England, although 
Adelard of Bath dedicated his work De opere astrolapsus to the future Henry II, claiming that the 
young Henry Fitz Empress desired to know all about the subject matter it contained.106 There has 
been some debate about how seriously John of Salisbury’s concern about astrology at the court 
should be taken, but most agree that he described real developments in curial life.107 Whatever the 
case, Bartholomew did not mention courtiers at all, focusing solely on his ecclesiastical context and 
the theological problems associated with belief in astrology. 
Bartholomew’s emphasis on doctrine over reason also derived from his epistemological convictions. 
He described the astrologers as men with ‘straying hearts’, motivated by the desire to find an excuse 
for their sin.108 Their problem was that they ‘willingly believe that which they desire’.109 It was not 
reason that had led the astrologers into error, but desire. Accordingly, they would not be dissuaded 
through reason. Faith was required, because true understanding was predicated on faith.110 Quoting 
Isaiah, Bartholomew explained: ‘Unless you believe, you will not understand.’111 Bartholomew was 
not altogether opposed to reason, in its place. He explained that the Christian should ‘faithfully 
desire and humbly seek not only to believe, but also afterwards to understand what they believe’.112 
This pattern corresponds with the structure of Contra fatalitatis errorem, in which Bartholomew first 
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held out the judgements of the Church Fathers to be believed simply with faith, before providing his 
own arguments and commentary in order that these truths might be better understood. 
The impact of Contra fatalitatis errorem seems to have been limited. It survives in just three 
manuscript copies; far fewer than Bartholomew’s successful penitential.113 David Bell found no later 
writers citing it,114 although he demonstrated that Baldwin added to his own De commendatione 
fidei after receiving Contra fatalitatis errorem.115 In this addition, Baldwin warned: ‘God sometimes 
permits signs and portents of what is to happen to be predicted by wicked people.’116 Even if 
astrologers’ predictions came to pass, it was only because God chose to fulfil their guesses to test 
the faithful.117 Evidently Bartholomew had persuaded Baldwin to reinforce his condemnation of 
divination and uphold the doctrines of the Church over any evidence in favour of astrology. 
Although unsuccessful in its time, Contra fatalitatis errorem is now a valuable source to the 
historian. Bartholomew is a witness to the increased acceptance of astrology in England during the 
third quarter of the twelfth century. Early in his career, Bartholomew condemned astrology along 
with other forms of divination in his penitential, but gave it no special treatment. By the end of his 
life, he was claiming that astrology was the most serious heresy taking root in the English Church. 
Even allowing for overstatement, Bartholomew’s alarm demonstrates that astrology had flourished 
during his episcopal tenure. Although by no means the first to oppose this new astrology, 
Bartholomew was the first to denounce it so vociferously in England.  
If Bartholomew was familiar with John of Salisbury’s treatment of astrology in the Policraticus, which 
seems likely given the friendship between them, he probably would have considered it an 
inadequate response.118 On the fundamental point that astrology was difficult to reconcile with 
Christian doctrine they agreed. John, like Bartholomew, thought astrologers created an excuse for 
sin, and presumed to know that which the Son had said only the Father knows.119 But John was 
clearly fascinated by astrologers’ predictions,120 and would not rule out the possibility that some 
form of divination might be perfected in future.121 In contrast, Bartholomew condemned divination 
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without reservation. The exclusive focus on his ecclesiastical context marks out Bartholomew’s 
treatment of astrology, but his concerns about intellectual culture more generally represent a step 
towards the thirteenth-century discussions about legitimate fields of enquiry for scholars. 
Bartholomew’s treatise also provides evidence in support of the view that England saw little popular 
heresy in this period, given that he identified astrology as the most dangerous heresy of his day. In a 
period of heightened anxiety about heresy generally, Bartholomew and Baldwin were especially 
alert to potential threats to orthodoxy. Bartholomew would go on to write his Dialogus contra 
Iudeos, and Baldwin his Liber de sectis hereticorum et orthodoxe fidei dogmata.122 Both men were 
convinced that heretics were hidden in the Church. Both men were critical of various aspects of 
scholastic culture, particularly what they saw as an overdependence on reason and contempt for 
authority, but also the interest in illegitimate subjects. Thus, for Bartholomew, the astrologers 
became a natural target. 
CCCM = Corpus Christianorum Continuatio Mediaevalis, CCSL = Corpus Christianorum Series Latina, CFE = 
Bartholomew of Exeter, Contra fatalitatis errorem, ed. D. N. Bell (CCCM clvii, 1996) 
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